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INTRODUCTION 


Littera gesta docet, 
Quod credas allegoria 
Moralia quod agas 
Quo tendas anagogia 


The literal sense teaches what happened 
The allegorical what you should believe 
The moral what you should do 
The anagogical where you are going 


THE WRITTEN and inspired Word of God, as contained in the Holy 
Bible, is a text both ancient and new. This is because it is a living text and 
word (see Hebrews 4:12). As the inspired word of God, it never grows old; 
it never becomes irrelevant; it never becomes fossilized into a distant past. 
Rather, it is always new. 

Since the early times of Judaism and the Christian Church, there has 
been an understanding that each passage of Holy Scripture contains many 
layers of meaning. A single interpretation of a biblical passage is never 
enough. For example, the exodus of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt to 
the Promised Land by crossing the Red Sea is both a historical event and a 
foreshadowing of Christian Baptism. Thus, the Bible can in one and the same 
moment present a literal fact (crossing the Red Sea) and reveal a deep mystery 
(Christian Baptism). 

Traditionally, the Christian Church has recognized four layers of 
meanings in any given text. These are the literal, allegorical, moral, and 
anagogical senses. As the centuries of Christianity have gone by, scholars, 
preachers, and missionaries have understood the meaning of the text and 
applied them to new ages and new cultures. Guided by the Holy Spirit, 
the wisdom that the Church gleans from the study of the Bible is thus 
continually growing. One age builds upon another. Because of this, biblical 
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studies are inevitably always being “updated.” ‘This living tradition interprets 
the living Word and gives life to the Church. Thus, the noble tradition of 
Bible commentaries and homiletic works has continued and will continue 
through the ages. 

This volume you hold in your hands is part of a long research endeavor. 
It has drawn out for each day of the Church’s three-year liturgical calendar 
a fourfold reflection, based on the fourfold senses of Scripture. We hope to 
help the reader to understand more deeply the mystery and beauty of the 
Bible by examining the original meaning and historical context (literal sense), 
highlighting the allegorical and typological “hyperlinks” (allegorical sense), 
drawing out the moral lesson (moral sense), and pulling back the veil of our 
future eternal hopes (anagogical sense). 

The reflections for each day of the Church calendar serve two purposes, 
one public and the other private. First, the reflections are an aid in preaching. 
We hope that the material gathered will help homilies to take recent biblical 
scholarship from the classroom to the pulpit and to the homes of the faithful. 
Secondly, this book is for private devotion, to aid as daily meditation points 
for prayer and Bible study groups. 


The Pillars That Have Guided the Work 


Every text is born from a particular lived experience, and this book is no 
different. Some of the lived experiences, or pillars, that have guided this 
biblical commentary are as follows. 

First, the ancient and venerable tradition distinguishes between the literal 
sense and the three spiritual senses of Scripture. 

Second, developments in Catholic biblical theology have blossomed in 
recent decades and include the work of the Ignatius Catholic Study Bible, 
Ascension Press, and the Catholic Commentary on Sacred Scripture (Baker 
Academic). Many scholars, such as Curtis Mitch, Brant Pitre, Edward Sri, 
Mary Healy, and John Bergsma, employ the narrative-canonical method and 
the method of theological exegesis. These methods acknowledge the divine 
inspiration of all the canonical books of the Bible and bring out the intertextual 
interrelatedness and unity of the entire Bible. 

Third, the recent studies on Jesus in his first-century Jewish context help 
us understand the literal sense of the biblical text and opens it up to the 
spiritual senses. 

Fourth, the fruits of Vatican II’s call for a universal holiness encompass 


Introduction 3 


both clergy, religious, and the laity. This call has led to a broader understanding 
of Christian holiness that encompasses the lives of the lay faithful. 

Fifth, related to the universal call to holiness is the resurgence of Carmelite 
studies with a focus on the mystical life and mystical authors such as St. 
Bernard, St. John of the Cross, and St. Teresa of Avila. 

Sixth, the authors are well-versed in St. Thomas Aquinas's philosophical 
and theological thought and emphasize the role of the notion of participation 
in metaphysics, theological anthropology, and spiritual theology. The 
reflections in this book view the earthly liturgy as a participation in the 
heavenly liturgy, see our spiritual and sacramental life as participation in the 
mysteries of Christ’s life, and emphasize our cooperation with divine grace in 
moral growth. 

A final pillar of this work will be found in the very lives of the authors. 


The Authors 


The authors of this work are both priests. They also happen to be biological 
brothers. Both Fr. Jason and Fr. Michael were ordained together in Rome 
in 2011. Their ministry as priests took them in very different directions. 
Fr. Jason has a doctorate in Philosophy and is pursuing a second doctorate 
in Sacred Theology. He has spent his time teaching seminarians and lay 
students in both Rome and at Gannon University in Erie, Pennsylvania. He 
has dedicated many years to studying the literal and allegorical meaning of 
Scripture. As a teacher, his homily reflections focus on biblical wisdom and 
the “why” behind the lectionary arrangement. In 2014, Fr. Jason published 
daily homilies on www.zenit.org, and the homilies were read and appreciated 
by thousands throughout the English-speaking world. 

Fr. Michael, on the other hand, spends his time far from the classroom as a 
retreat master and spiritual guide. He also spent years working as a missionary 
priest in Latin America. Thus, his approach is more the application of what 
the Bible teaches us for today and how we can grow in holiness. 

Early in their ministry, as the two brothers began preaching, it was clear 
that they both brought many new ideas to the pulpit, and while very different 
in their approach to Scripture, they both complemented each other’s work. 
Over time, in 2020, the idea of beginning a monumental task of completing a 
work that encompassed the entirety of the Church's liturgical calendar began 
to surface. You have in your hands now the season of Advent. 

One last word on the “four senses.” 
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The Literal Sense 


As the medieval Latin ditty says: “The letter teaches us what was done.” This 
literal sense concerns “the meaning conveyed by the words of Scripture” 
and the meaning “discovered by exegesis, following the rules of sound 
interpretation” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 116). The literal sense is 
imbued with history and asks the question: “What was and is meant directly 
by the words?” Because of this, the literal sense takes pride of place for 
biblical understanding. We cannot understand the other three senses unless 
we correctly understand the literal meaning of the text. It is the doorway to 
the other possible meanings. It is a study that includes understanding the 
vocabulary, the grammar and syntax and expressions and idioms that one 
finds in every language. It looks at the historical context of the biblical passage 
and seeks understanding. 


The Allegorical Sense 


The allegorical sense builds up the faith and reveals to us the deeper mysteries 
behind the literal sense. St. Paul refers to this sense in the Letter to the Galatians 
(4:21) and alludes to Hagar and Sarah as allegories of the old Sinai covenant and 
new heavenly Jerusalem covenant. Allegory comes from the Greek word meaning 
“another speaking.” The Bible is, to borrow a contemporary expression, a very 
“hyperlinked” text. The books of the Old Testament are full of passages that 
are explained and brought to fulfillment in the books of the New Testament. 
The New Testament is hidden in the Old, and the Old is revealed in the New. 
A central and primary foreshadowing in the Old Testament focuses on the 
Messiah. Thus, the Bible is a revelation about the Christ. For example, the 
old manna given to the Israelites in the desert on their way to the Promised 
Land prefigures the Eucharist, the New Manna, given to the Church on her 
pilgrimage to the Heavenly Jerusalem. The Israelites were led by Moses; the 
head of the Church is Jesus, the New Moses. Many of the spiritual or allegorical 
meanings of Scripture are brought into the Church's liturgy. Thus, the crossing 
of the Red Sea to enter the Promised Land points toward Christian Baptism. 
Christ is the focal point of Scripture and salvation history. Jesus is the new and 
greater Adam, Isaac, Moses, David, Solomon, Elisha, Temple, and Jonah. In 
this light, the spiritual-allegorical sense is helping us to understand the mystery 
of the person of Christ in a deeper way. The object of allegory is interior and 
spiritual and, therefore, hidden from our eyes. As Henri de Lubac writes: “It 
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is like a fire hidden in a rock: so long as one holds it in one’s hand to observe 
its surface, it stays cold; but when one strikes it with iron, at that point the 
spark flashes forth. . . . The letter is [the incarnate Word’s] flesh; the spirit is 
his divinity. Letter and flesh are like milk, the nourishment of children and the 
weak; spirit and divinity are the bread, the solid nourishment.”! 


The Moral Sense 


The passage from the allegorical to the moral sense remains within the mystery: 
“By contemplating what God has done we recognize what is to be done by us.” 
The Bible is a living text that speaks to us today. It engages the reader and 
teaches a disciple of Christ how to act in this world. The Bible engages the 
reader and turns the text back on the readers themselves. For this reason, 
the biblical texts are able to be understood within the living context and life 
of the reader, regardless of time and place. Because of this, a text will have a 
moral meaning that is applicable for the current place and time. An example 
of this would be the moral sense of the parable of the good Samaritan. Am 
I the priest or Levite who is indifferent to the plight of others and looks the 
other way, or do I, like the Samaritan, help the poor and those in need? 


The Anagogical Sense 


This sense is related to the allegorical sense, but it focuses on the highest 
and final meaning of a text in regard to salvation history and the destiny 
of mankind. It is to read the biblical passages considering their eternal 
significance and eschatological meaning—that is to say, in light of the realities 
of death, judgment, heaven, and hell. Eschatological realities are mysteriously 
both present and future. Anagogical comes from a Greek word meaning 
“ascent” or “climb.” It teaches us what the future holds and what we can hope 
for as Christians, both now and in the life to come. It is also concerned with 
the heights of holiness that a Christian can aspire to in this life. Examples 
of this sense are when the Lord speaks of a wedding feast. It is a meaningful 
parable that applies in time, but the anagogical sense is that Christ is speaking 
of the eternal realities of heaven. The specific branches of theology known as 
eschatology and spiritual theology are focused on this meaning. 


1 Henri de Lubac, Medieval Exegisis, Volume 2: The Four Senses of Scripture (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Wm. B Eerdmans Publishing Co.), p. 107. 

2 de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, Volume 2, p. 129. The quote is from Hugh of St. Victor, 
Didascalicon (Patrologia Latina \76, 805C). 
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The appendix of this work includes the sanctoral for the season of Advent. 
A similar approach has been taken for these days with a fourfold reflection 
on the saint or holy day in question. This deeper reflection beyond a mere 
biographical sketch of the saint should provide rich content for both homilies 
and personal reflection. The readings from the common of saints that could 
be used create the risk of becoming repetitive as they are few in number 
and applied often generically to the saints lives. Thus, we have not based 
our reflections always on the lectionary, but rather we have organized more 
loosely the reflections for the saints as follows: 


Literal: A biographical reflection on the life of the saint 

Allegorical: A reflection on the writings of the saint (or writings about 
the saint) 

Moral: A reflection on the virtues of the saint for Christian living today 
Anagogical: A reflection on what the saint’s life and writings reveal 
about the holiness we may aspire to both here and in the life to come 


Overview of the Season of Advent 


While the entire Catholic lectionary has an intentional layout, it could be 
argued that the season of Advent and the season of Lent are two parts of the 
Church lectionary that have been arranged with the most theological care. 
Instead of two somewhat independent tracks of readings, the daily readings 
from the Old Testament and the Gospel mutually and intentionally enrich 
each other. In these intense seasons of preparation, Mother Church provides 
her children with the best of Scripture and theology. 

The main idea in the liturgy, in a Catholic understanding, is that we are 
participating in the mysteries of Christ, paramount and central to all of the 
mysteries being the Resurrection of Our Lord. Thus, each Catholic liturgical 
celebration is more than merely a happy memory of nostalgic remembrance. 
For example, the season of Christmas certainly does evoke very pious and 
nostalgic memories both of the stable of Bethlehem and each person’s own 
memories of Christmas past. Yet we are not merely thinking emotionally 
about the past. The Catholic liturgy places us in the eternal NOW of Christ. 
We are reentering the same mystery, for Christ is outside of time and is 
mystically living out in the eternal NOW all of his mysteries. By the liturgy 
we participate truly in the cosmic liturgy of heaven, outside of the limits 
of space and time. Due to this, a deeper mystery unfolds beyond the mere 
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historic reality of the birth of Jesus in the flesh. The coming of Jesus back then 
also invites us to prepare ourselves for his second coming tomorrow. Hence, a 
true overarching view of Advent will see many Christian realities interwoven 
at one and the same time. 

The literal-historical arrangement of the Advent readings highlights the 
many Old Testament prophecies regarding the Messiah-King. The hopes of 
Israel are on display by looking over its prophetic past. The first weeks of Advent 
are a chronological reading of the prophet Isaiah, and the Gospels are chosen to 
illuminate the Old Testament readings. Isaiah mediates at length on the threat 
of the Assyrians and the Babylonians. He contemplates the sin of the People of 
God, their need for repentance, and how they will be judged and punished with 
exile from Jerusalem. Isaiah interacts with the evil king Ahaz and the good king 
Hezekiah. He promises salvation to those living in exile. The liturgy moves a 
focus on Isaiah to the figure of John the Baptist, who heralds the coming of the 
Messiah. When we finish reading from Isaiah and contemplating the figure of 
John the Baptist, the last week of Advent is dedicated to the opening chapters 
of the infancy narratives of Luke and Matthew. 

The allegorical approach to Advent highlights how Jesus is the fulfillment 
of the Old Testament prophecies. It looks at Jesus as the promised Messiah. 
Advent is a bridge between the Old Testament and the New Testament. Isaiah 
is sometimes called the “fifth Gospel,” as its prophecies anticipate the birth 
the Messiah-King and the redemptive death of Servant of the Lord. In Isaiah, 
the good king Hezekiah foreshadows the future Messiah who will save the 
people from their sin. The New Exodus, promised by Isaiah, is prepared for 
by the ministry of John the Baptist. In different ways, Matthew's genealogy of 
Jesus and Luke’s infancy narratives recall the great figures from the history of 
salvation: Abraham, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, and David. 

The moral arrangement of Advent is focused on preparing ourselves for 
Christ’s second coming by entering into the mystery of his first coming. We 
all must receive the Messiah and make our hearts a welcome Bethlehem; with 
John the Baptist, we must make straight the way that leads to our soul. 

The anagogical arrangement reveals the deepest mystery here, which is 
the parousia, or second coming of Christ. It is to keep our minds on the 
lookout for the coming of Christ and to understand his second coming 
through the prism of his prophetic announcement in the Old Testament 
and his first coming in the Gospel. In Advent, we contemplate not only the 
fulfillment of the ancient prophecies in Jesus’ first coming (advent) in the 
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flesh, but also how they give us hope as we look toward Jesus’ second coming 
(advent) in glory. 

As a concluding word, Henri de Lubac reflected on the mystery of the 
incarnate Word and distinguished four advents: the advent of the history of 
Israel which culminates in Christ; the advent of Christ’s work of redemption on 
earth, which is pursued in the Church and her sacraments; the advent that takes 
place in the individual soul; and last advent when Christ will appear in his glory.’ 


3 de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, Volume 2: “The Four Senses of Scripture,” p. 179: 
“After the long advent of the history of Israel, the object of the historical sense, ‘at 
the end of the age and at the evening of the world, ‘the Word was made flesh and 
dwelt amongst us.’ Then was revealed the mystery that. Constituted the object 
of the mystical or spiritual sense. But this mystery could not receive its ultimate 
fulfillment all at once. It unfolded in three phases, or was elaborated in three 
successive states. In other words, as was announced in the ancient Scriptures, a 
threefold advent of Christ may be distinguished—and this requires correspondingly 
a distinction of a threefold mystic sense. The first advent, ‘humble and hidden, on 
our earth, performs the work of redemption, which is pursued in the Church and 
in her sacraments: this is the object of allegory in the proper sense of the word. The 
second advent, entirely interior, takes place within the soul of each of the faithful, 
and is unfolded by tropology. The third and last advent is saved up for the ‘end of 
the age, when the Christ will appear in his glory and will come to look for his own 
to take them away with him: such is the object of anagogy.” 


